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Abstract  
This is a case study of a young university striving to generate and sustain a vibrant Research Training 
culture. The university’s research training framework is informed by a belief in a project management 
approach to achieving quality timely completion.  It includes a series of key milestones scheduled 
during candidature.  Students are supported to meet these milestones by a range of training programs 
targeting generic and research skills development to support timely and quality completion.  Each 
milestone focuses on a specific set of skills blended with academic skills development related to 
aspects of the research life cycle.  Data on student progress and completion has provided evidence in 
highlighting the role that the milestones and training are playing in supporting timely completion.   
A university-wide reporting cycle generated data on the range of workshops and training provided to 
Higher Degree Research (HDR) students and supervisors. The report provided details of thesis topic 
and format, as well as participation in research training events and participant evaluation.  Analysis of 
the data led to recommendations and comments on the strengths and weaknesses of the current 
research training program.  Discussion considered strategies and drivers for enhancements into the 
future.  In particular, the paper reflects on the significant potential role of centrally curated knowledge 
system to support HDR student and supervisor access and engagement.  
The research training program was developed using blended learning as a model.  It covered face-to-
face workshops as well as online modules.  These were supplemented by web portals that offered a 
range of services to inform and educate students and supervisors and included opportunities for 
students to interact with each other.  Topics ranged from the research life cycle, writing and 
publication, ethics, managing research data, managing copyright, project management to use of 
software and the QUT Code of Conduct for Research.  
The challenges discussed included: How to reach off campus and external students? How best to 
promote events to potential participants? How long and what format is best for face-to-face sessions? 
What online resources best supplement face-to-face offerings? Is there a place for peer-based 
learning and what form should it take? These questions are raised by a relatively young university 
seeking to build and sustain a vibrant research culture.  The rapid growth in enrolments in recent 
years has challenged previous one-to-one models of support. This review of research training is timely 
in seeking strategies to address changing research training support capacity and student needs. Part 
of the discussion will focus on supervisory training, noting that good supervision is the one remaining 
place where one-to-one support is provided.  Ensuring that supervisors are appropriately equipped to 
address student expectations is considered in the context of the research training provisions. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
For the first time in 2013 the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) called for a Research 
Training Report to be provided by all teaching Faculties and Divisions of the university.  This initiative 
was driven by an internal Audit of Research Training that highlighted the absence of a mechanism to 
review university-wide research training offerings.  The purpose of such a review was to confirm the 
provision of appropriate support to Higher Degree Research (HDR) students as they progressed 
through their awards.   
 
Following is a case study on one of the findings of this report and the recommendations resulting from 
that finding – the need to refresh and relaunch the Doorway to Research portal.  This portal would 
provide a mechanism for all training providers of the university to offer events and receive 
registrations.  The outcome of this would be a consistent mechanism for advertising, registering and 
collecting data on training provisions across the institution.   
 
The summary of the outcome of the report highlights areas of strength and need in coordination and 
administration of research training.  Later sections review the potential to use the Doorway to 
additionally support research training through the My Groups functionality.  Adding to this suggestion 
is an investigation of its application to one particular cohort – part time students.  The paper concludes 
with some discussion of the potential for further research in the area of online research training and 
learnings from practices observed in the Doorway to Research that may inform theory in online 
communication processes.  
2 STUDENT EVALUATION 
Following is a summary of the first finding of the Research Training Report 2013 generated by a whole 
of university call for advice on provision of training. Responses were provided by four Divisions and 
five Faculties. The findings are analysed in the context of QUT’s six stated postgraduate research 
capabilities.   
2.1 The Capabilities 
The six QUT postgraduate research capabilities used in analysis of research training detailed in the 
2013 report include: 
 
1. advanced theoretical knowledge and analytical skills, as well as methodological, research 
design and problem-solving skills in a particular research area 
2. advanced information processing skills and knowledge of advanced information technologies 
and other research technologies 
3. independence in research planning and execution, consistent with the level of the research 
degree 
4. competence in the execution of protocols for research health and safety, ethical conduct and 
intellectual property 
5. skills in project management, teamwork, academic writing and oral communication 
6. awareness of the mechanisms for research results transfer to end-users, scholarly 
dissemination through publications and presentations, research policy, and research career 
planning. 
The research training workshops and seminars, as detailed in the report, complement coursework 
provisions delivered as fee paying credit loaded offerings within discrete course (award/degree) 
structures. This first report demonstrates that training across the range of capabilities has been 
provided and that participation in training is variable and that it covers both discipline specific and 
generic skills development.  Because of the range of registration and attendance approaches, direct 
comparison of number of events or participants is not possible – the results would be meaningless.  
However, with plans to implement a whole of university research training registration system during 
2014, using the Doorway to Research, it is hoped that this may be resolved for 2015. 
 
The Research Students Centre in the administrative Division of Research and Commercialisation has 
facilitated a faculty co-funded offering of workshops from high quality external experts with unique 
expertise in various areas of research methods.  The Centre also maintains a Wiki which provides a 
searchable (by topic, capabilities and workshop topic) suite of resources based on materials presented 
in workshops and also identified through review and discussion with experts.  These resources include 
presentation files, podcasts and links to external services and information.  In 2011 the Library 
launched a Wiki to provide a more accessible access to their further range of researcher training 
related resources. 
 
Capability One (1)  
A large range of credit loaded units is offered by Faculties of the University to support theory and 
methods development.  Some of these are part of mandatory coursework units within Masters and 
Professional Doctorates.  Doctor of Philosophy students can, on advice from their supervisory team, 
nominate to enrol in any of these offerings also. There are complementary Faculty and Institute 
offerings and the Research Students Centre sponsors guest experts to speak on topics. 
 
Capability Two (2) 
High Performance Computing and Research Support (HPC) staff members support student use of 
software including statistical packages, 3-D modelling software and high performance computers.  
They offer workshops but also provide one-to-one support to progress defined projects for individuals 
and research groups. 
 
Up until 2014, a university-funded Maths and Information Systems Centre offered a well-developed 
teaching and learning space where a range of information and links could be accessed.  These 
offerings were not formally acknowledged by enrolment but were delivered by staff with academic 
expertise in workshop offerings during the year.  Low attendance and lack of funding ledto increased 
reliance on the online resources.   In 2014 the centre will move from being hosted by the School of 
Mathematics in the Science and Engineering Faculty, to a service provided by the Library. Renamed 
STIMulate – maths, science and IT support for students, experience peer learning facilitators are 
available at free drop-in spaces to help students with maths, science and IT concepts and 
applications. The Division of Technology Information and Learning Support also provides access to 
Lynda.com, a subscription based product which features a vast collection of training video materials. 
 
Capability Three (3) 
Project management and a range of generic employability skills are offered by the eGrad School 
through 8 online 5 week-long modules.  These include modules focussing on learning employment 
aptitude and another three on research experience.  These are not mandatory; materials can be 
accessed by all HDR students and research supervisors at QUT and four other universities around 
Australia, known as the Australian Technology Network (ATN) Universities.  The five week moderated 
versions of these offerings provide an opportunity for students to network across Australia through 
online discussion forums.   
 
Aspects of project management are also covered in, milestone workshop events and orientation 
sessions describing the research life-cycle offered by the Research Students Centre and faculties. 
Related links and resources are also found on the Research Students Centre Wiki. 
 
Capability Four (4) 
In recent years, t University and higher education sector have increased focus on the quality of 
research outcomes related to awareness of the code of conduct for research (QUT, 2009).  A 
previously voluntary Code of Conduct for Research Quiz will be mandatory in 2014 for all students 
from 2014 and for all staff from 2015.  This quiz has been available for three years with completion set 
at a score of 80%.  The completion score has now been amended to 100%.  Monitoring of 
performance and completion is via the University’s learning management system, QUT Blackboard. 
 
Other areas of the University including Health and Safety and Research Ethics offer specialist 
sessions highlighting requirements and providing discipline specific mandatory training as required.  
The University Copyright Officer and other staff participate in a Managing Research workshop offered 
once a semester by the Research Students Centre to staff and supervisors. This is complemented by 
a Research Students Centre managed teaching and learning module that students and staff can 
access to learn more about plagiarism and its impact. The online resources allow submission of work 
for reference checking.   
 
The Library includes information about plagiarism, authorship, information retrieval, publishing and 
referencing and more in a range of workshops and also in a mandatory information literacy unit, 
offered on-line and face-to-face to all Doctor of Philosophy students.  Following a formal review, the 
course content and modes were revised in 2013 for delivery in 2014. 
 
Capability Five (5) 
Numerous research training workshops were offered on writing.  At the faculty level this tended to be 
hands on writing circles and discipline-specific writing advice.  These allowed students to attend 
defined sessions of up to two hours to write in the presence of others, exchange writing with others for 
feedback and learn about reviewing, editing and directed writing based on stimulus materials provided 
at the sessions.   
 
Some of these sessions were offered by supervisors to their cohorts of students, some by writing- 
support staff involved in supporting the editing of documents.  The teaching and learning language 
advisors at university-level were often involved in supporting related sessions where students were 
guided, over a series of sessions, in preparing for candidature milestones defined by the university.  
These advisors have expertise in improving the quality of written English.  Though primarily funded to 
support international students, language advisors also support domestic students. 
 
The Library provides sessions such as ‘How to get published and what to consider’, ‘Tracking 
research impact’, and ‘Technologies for collaboration’.  They provide advice on getting published, 
including open access options, and disseminating research published outputs including datasets, and 
provide instruction on bibliographic management software (EndNote) and referencing standards and 
their critical importance in the academic writing genre. Research students are able to make individual 
consultations with their faculty Liaison Librarian. 
 
The Research Students Centre provides sessions highlighting requirements of milestones, explaining 
their purpose in the context of graduate capabilities and supporting preparation of key components of 
the written requirements.  For example, the Stage 2 milestone session included presentations from 
experienced researchers and supervisors explaining how to write a literature review. The Division of 
Technology, Information and Learning Support offers training in thesis formatting using Microsoft Word 
and Endnote.  
 
International Students Support provides workshops and seminars to support students facing the 
stresses of the writing process including sessions to reduce stress and overcome writers block. 
 
Capability Six (6) 
QUT's commercialisation company – QUT bluebox attends orientation information sessions as well as 
offering an annual three day program on commercialisation.  They also run a once-a-year New 
Inventors Competition.   
 
Careers and Employment offers one-to-one support as well as workshops through the QUT 
Postgraduate Research Association offering advice on preparing a resume, interviewing, developing a 
portfolio and career options and opportunities available in Australia and overseas to research 
graduates.  They also moderated a five-week Career Management module through the eGradSchool 
each semester. 
2.2 Areas of Strength &/or Concern 
The range of writing skills training appeared quite exhaustive.  While writing support was one of the 
more common demands of research students it was felt that the difficulties expressed were more the 
result of lack of awareness of offerings than the absence of offerings. The challenge for the student 
was identified as being how to understand the nature and range of offerings and select the sessions 
most relevant to their skills development needs. The quality of offerings and their ability to address 
need seemed quite strong based on the feedback provided by participants.   
The potential for access to Library, High Performance Computing, Maths and Careers and 
Employment experts for one-to-one sessions to complement workshops and seminars were well 
appreciated.  Clearly such offerings cannot realistically be available to all students, both because of 
capacity of the central services and because of the level of student engagement. 
The University continues to explore how best to communicate offerings.  Students complain of 
excessive email traffic detailing workshops but also of lack of advice on offerings.  Various providers 
have built central searchable tools to support accessing materials.  There is a concern that there may 
be some duplication among these but more importantly that the cost of keeping these up-to-date may 
not be matched by the benefits for users. 
Part-time and external students continue to express the desire for more access to workshops and 
support services.  The response of providing podcasts and making online materials available does not 
seem to have addressed a broader sense of isolation and loneliness expressed by some. 
As previously noted, the University is raising the mandatory requirements related to code of conduct 
for research training for students and supervisors to respond to university and sector concerns about 
the quality of research outcomes. 
2.3 Possible Solutions 
Particular concerns and their solutions are highlighted in the five recommendations of the report The 
first recommendation is the one pertinent to this study and is the only one of the five reported here:  
1. That the Doorway to Research registration system be launched and adopted by faculties and 
divisions. 
It responds to two issues raised in the concerns.  Firstly, by creating a university-wide registration 
system it is hoped to bring together the range of offerings for ease of search and registration by 
students and supervisors.  The site will include a Google Calendar to facilitate searching across time, 
complemented by a posting of upcoming events to allow review of what is open for registration 
currently.  Each event will have a common invitation format for ease of user review and comparison.  
Finally, users will have an individualised profile of their past and present training to support planning 
and reporting on research training over time. 
This may lead to heightened awareness of events, reduction in email traffic and better broad-based 
access to events.  The potential to more easily manage and record registrations and attendance will 
hopefully support students in building suitable training plans and the university to report them. 
Secondly, the Doorway also has Facebook-like functions including My Friends (allowing for keyword 
or faculty searches), and My Groups (online self-elected communities sharing materials including text 
and media). Whether these would be accessed by users and if they can be sustained over time is yet 
to be determined.  Their potential to relieve a sense of isolation is one stimulus for their provision. 
3 THE DOORWAY 
The Doorway to Research site was launched for use by international HDR students preparing to come 
to study at QUT in 2011. Since its launch it has had around 100 visits per month with viewers 
focussing on the available resources and information. This viewer rate is fairly consistent with the 
anticipated admissions of around 200 international HDR students per year. The lack of engagement 
with the My Groups and My Friends functionality may relate to the low traffic moving through the site.  
Based on a review of research training services offered at QUT it was agreed that the site be 
refreshed to incorporate an event registration system. This event registration system was hoped to 
address the need for a one-stop portal for accessing the range of research training resources offered 
across the university. The expectation was that the site would then be relaunched for use by all HDR 
students and HDR supervisors at QUT. This involved some redesign of the functionality available, 
review of the look and feel of the site and reflection on what a research training portal might look like, 
as well as liaising with various research training providers to seek their support in using the site when 
it was made available.  
The registration system designed could register, and wait-list registrants where events were 
oversubscribed. It also provided for generation of sign on sheets and reports of attendance. 
Attendance report functionality was made to allow for the user to customise what was provided. To 
allow for this customisation, data integrations were developed that imported a range of characteristics 
of event participants based on data drawn from the student management and human resources 
systems. Reports could be exported to a range of platforms to allow for printing or further data 
analysis. Faculties and a number of divisions agreed to use the systems for their registration process 
to support the vision of a university-wide research training registration system. 
The integration functionality meant that reporting could show the participation of students and 
researchers by organisational affiliation and gender. For students there was also potential to report by 
course enrolment, study type and international/domestic flags. 
The site continued to offer also a My Profiles page where students could search for friends and join 
groups. Supervisors and administrative staff were given access to create new groups. All users could 
bookmark materials from the site on their profile page as well as add content of various types to their 
profile that could then be shared with friends or groups. The newest addition to the profile page was 
provision of a My Events page. This page incorporated details of the current training registrations of 
the individual, as well as a record of all training completed based on registration for the events on the 
site. 
Given the anticipated increase in traffic across the site its look and feel was refreshed. This involved 
some variation to the colours and fonts used as well as a refinement of the My Profile page. Based on 
pilot testing students and supervisors identified that the navigation of the profile page needed to be 
simplified and the search functionality enhanced.  Previously there were separate boxes for My 
Groups, All Groups and Search for Groups.  These boxes were consolidated into a My Groups box 
with links within it to view My Groups, all groups and searches.  A similar approach was applied in 
reviewing the My Friends space.  Further group creation functionality was enhanced to allow faculty to 
select students and supervisors for inclusion in groups based on their organisational affiliations. 
There were also changes to the content moderation tools.  This involved buttons on My Groups to 
allow group members to send an alert if they felt content was not appropriate.  Where one alert was 
sent the administrator would receive notification to review the materials.  If two alerts were sent the 
content was automatically removed from the site in addition to an alert being sent to the administrator.  
The administrator could then remove the material permanently or restore it.  The administrator could 
also see the provider of the content and contact them as appropriate.  
Attempts to get supervisors to create groups to support the testing of group functionality were 
unsuccessful. In discussions, supervisors readily agreed that being able to create groups of student or 
researchers interested in a common research theme or involved in a common piece of research work 
might be useful. However there was no uptake in the creation of these groups. It was not clear if that 
this was because of difficulties in using the functionality, access to alternative platforms or time 
constraints. This option remained open but there were no exemplars to inform how the groups might 
best to created or supported. Some administrator-generated sites failed to attract any discussion or 
engagement.  
The hope was that this space may be useful or relevant for off-campus students or supervisors with 
students located on distributed sites. However, it is believed that only with use will the potential of the 
groups be fully explored and considered. Current users have made use of the online materials that 
relate to study in Australia, research in Australia, life in Australia and fields of research. Depending on 
the success of the site in attracting use, the existing Research Students Centre Training portal that 
houses all training resources related to workshop and module offerings may be migrated to this site. 
The site will continue to be complemented by a Blackboard content management teaching and 
learning site where modules are delivered. The existing online self-assessment quizzes linked to 
stages of research candidature will also remain on another platform but again may in time be 
incorporated onto this site. At least one Division will only be testing the registration functionality in 
2014, and has not committed to moving all of their existing research training offerings to the Doorway 
system. 
The main feedback from supervisors and staff regarding the site is that they would like to open it up to 
a broader audience. This might involve more staff and non-HDR students having access to the site. 
More controversially, there is a call to open it up to other universities around Australia or globally. The 
former option is of concern as the focus of the site is research training and there is a concern that the 
site might become harder to use with event and information relating to undergraduate or coursework 
activities confounding searches and navigation. The latter option would involve changing the focus of 
the site from delivering information about studying at QUT and registering for QUT events, although it 
may have positive impacts for the My Profile, My Friends and My Groups functionality. 
The refreshed site is due for launch in June 2014. The two suggested options are not likely to be 
considered further until late in 2014, once data on the success of the site can be evaluated further.  
3.1 My Groups 
Notions of peer learning, communities of practice (Boud & Lee, 2005) and network learning (Wegner & 
Synder, 2000) have increasingly appeared in the teaching and learning literature since the early 2000s 
(de Laat, Lally, Simons, & Wenger, 2006). The evidence, documented in case studies and empirical 
studies of participants, suggests that the benefits of these forms of learning are numerous.  Three key 
benefits to be discussed here are that it provides (1) a dynamic group with potential to draw over time 
on different participants from a range of disciplines or areas of expertise, (2) a relatively power neutral 
environment where participants have equal capacity to share and exchange ideas, and (3) the 
potential for participants from a range of locations to participate at a times convenient to them. 
For simplicity, we adopt the term Network Learning to cover all of these possibilities. Network Learning 
is defined by Wenger and Synder (2000) as internet-based information and communication 
technologies that are adopted to promote collaborative and co-operative connections between 
participants and between participants and available resources, supporting participant understanding 
and capabilities in ways that are important to them, and over which they have control. 
Much of the research to date in this area has focussed on the benefits of this type of environment for 
participants (de Laat et al, 2006). The advantages include the potential to remove barriers of time and 
space, capacity to call on and share existing knowledge for consideration in the context of the 
interests and expertise of the group present to allow for deeper understandings (Floresh-Scott & 
Nerad, 2012), the provision of a relatively low risk and safe environment where participants can feel to 
some extent anonymous and on an equal footing with other participants (Boud & Lee, 2005), and a 
place to test out ideas and build confidence to share in face to face or more public contexts into the 
future (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012).  These two discourses are well-articulated by Bernstein (1999) in his 
discussion of vertical and horizontal discourses and knowledge structures.  The interesting twist on his 
work, evident in My Groups, is that individuals with disparate interests and expertise may join or 
follow.  Joining could be related to a shared interest in generic questions (i.e., what are the 
requirements of doctoral students? How do you apply for leave?) or in engagement to discussion 
round a discipline theme.  Understanding who is expert and how to approach discussion in a 
transdisciplinary context provides some challenges for this framework.   
Paralleling Ward’s (2008) discussion of the various merits of the blog as a tool, the My Group 
functionality in the Doorway could serve research students and supervisors by providing flexibility for  
meeting an sharing and/or discussing  ideas and understanding.  Through engagement with others 
there is potential for students to feel less isolated.  They may be encouraged to share their writing and 
reflections during candidature to an accessible research community with shared concerns about 
becoming a researcher and striving to realise the demands of making a contribution to knowledge.  
This opportunity may be particularly precious to those located off-campus or finding challenges with 
demands on their time. Accepting that there may be hidden research curriculum in the thesis process, 
there is a potential through discussion to uncover some issues within the online community.  Here, 
group problem solving or sharing of strategies to meet challenges may represent a new opportunity for 
navigating the research journey within a supportive environment. The pedagogy informing this 
approach could be described as social constructivist (Bassey, 1999; Ezzy, 2002; Travers, 2001); a 
social learning perspective that identifies people communicating actively to build knowledge or 
understand process. 
Drawing students into the online environment will also help to build students’ technical skills; 
potentially making them more work ready. Johnson (2012), in her revised Bloom's taxonomy, identifies 
three key new media capabilities: training, communication and problem solving.   She suggested peer 
leaders could play a role in helping others to apply technologies to develop skills.  In the context of 
The Group this leadership role may be shared or reviewed in light of expertise of participants and 
identified needs.   There would also be potential richness to be achieved in the quest to share 
information and build new knowledge, with potential that in the online environment integration across 
discipline boundaries could be more readily enabled and facilitated (Wenger & Snyder, 2012). 
As noted by de Laat et al (2006) the question of why Network Learning may be so beneficial is 
confounded as it is a relatively new space and fairly under theorised.  The case study provided has 
been framed around the idea of a theory–praxis ‘conversation’ or interaction. It follows from the work 
of Stenhouse (1983) who argued that theory and praxis are the opposing sides of the dialectic.   He 
saw the continuing dialogue, between theory–praxis, through creation and testing of models, as vital to 
ensuring that theory and practice remained relevant to each other, informing understanding and 
knowledge. 
While previous work has considered the benefits of online learning, peer learning, communities of 
practice and Network Learning for the individual, as demonstrated above, little attention is given to 
Network Learning design and its enhancement.  This study supports using Bernstein's (1999) vertical 
and horizontal discourse theory focusing on deLaat et al's (2006) suggested areas of concern: 
provision of infrastructure and identification of cohorts to encourage further development of Network 
Learning theory and practice. 
3.2 Part-Time Students 
In light of the limited engagement in the Doorway to Research group functionality the Research 
Students Centre has identified an area of need and will be piloting a group within the site as part of the 
launch of the refreshed portal. This group will initially be providers of key administrative services and 
the target sample invited to join the group will be part time students. The case describes how this 
cohort was selected.  
The analysis of the data of HDR student participation highlights that part-time students are over-
represented in the attrition data. Further, analysis of this cohort shows that they are over-represented 
in the Masters and Professional Doctorate cohorts and in the faculties of Nursing, Education and 
Creative Industries. In all of these faculties there is a clear practice-led theme to the programs offered 
in the areas of Nursing, Teaching and Creative Practice.  
One potential link between part-time enrolment and Masters enrolment is the absence of University-
funded scholarships dedicated to supporting students entering these awards. Masters students can 
apply in the annual scholarship round but the scholarships are awarded on academic merit and it is 
rare that Masters applicants can meet the highly competitive cut-off scores. Professional Doctoral 
students are also less likely to be able to demonstrate academic excellence, but, equally importantly 
they also are often mid-career applicants. Mid-career applicants may prefer a part-time enrolment 
because of career and financial commitments that make full-time enrolment, even with a scholarship, 
unattractive.  
Some students also report a preference for part-time enrolment in order to address family 
commitments. These students tend to have dependent children and/or elderly parents or partners who 
require their attention. While further study may be important for the progress of their career, this needs 
to be balanced with their caring duties.  
Another interesting characteristic of the part-time cohort is that it includes a sub group of students 
approaching the end of candidature. This cohort is most clearly linked to scholarship funding 
arrangements. In this case students may have been successful in receiving a scholarship for a three 
year term of candidature but have not able to complete candidature during the term of scholarship. 
There is provision for scholarship extension on the basis of research delays beyond control (although 
the only option in the case of illness or carer responsibilities is to take leave, with limited provisions for 
paid leave.) The norm in a Doctoral program would be an extension of up to 6 months on the 3 year 
funding term. Where a student exceeds this timeframe they often find it necessary to transition to part-
time enrolment and full-time employment to be able to continue studies. During this final phase, part-
time enrolment and/or periods of leave are increasingly evident as students struggle to find a way to 
balance their work and life and study requirements.  
This type of data and the complexity of the cohort have previously been reported in case studies of 
part- time students (Lowe & Gayle, 2007; Kember, 1999; Gardner & Gopaul, 2012). A common 
conclusion of these studies is that students who cope with part-time studies demonstrate a higher 
level capacity to integrate work, family and study commitments. There is evidence of a negotiation and 
compromise that demonstrates the support and understanding of family and employers and 
supervisors to the life circumstances of the student (Thinnam, 2011). The variation in success of 
students in integrating these three competing areas of demand can relate to the level of support of the 
various parties and the capacity of the student to identify potential compromises or variations that 
would support their studies. Examples of compromise could include variation to work hours, increased 
child-care support provided by partners or family members or flexibility in on-campus contact hours or 
access to resources.  
One strategy that has shown some effect is cohort modelling (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012) to allow 
students to feel that they do fit a mould of students engaged in study and that they can be part of a 
community of scholars. It also demonstrates an overt commitment to providing a level of support to 
this specific cohort. Hopefully it would allow students to build a student-based peer group who can 
provide mutual support and encouragement. There is some evidence of this occurring with QUT with 
the Faculty of Education encouraging groups of students to enrol while teaching at the same school. 
Students can then meet during lunch breaks or after work. They can also build projects around the 
school and the supervisors of the projects can meet and work with the students and the school 
management more frequently as they support a cohort of students across the school community.  
Running summer and winter schools during the teaching semester break is another approach used by 
the Faculty of Education. Creative Industries and Health faculties also provide intensive programs over 
weekends and in evenings, again trying to accommodate the time-poor nature of part-time student 
groups.  
Students leaving the program often report that they have felt supported but have reached a crisis point 
in terms of some other area of their life and need to take time out to resolve this before returning to 
study. Others report having achieved a desired career goal and having determined not to continue in 
the program.  
While different researchers draw on different frameworks to attempt to find ways to resolve the 
pressures faced by part-time students there appears to be a common theme which related to ensuring 
not just a work-life balance but more importantly work-life integration (Lowe & Gayle, 2007; Kember, 
1999; Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; Thinnam, 2011). It is in trying to support and enable this integration 
that the Doorway to Research may be useful. It will be providing an online space where students can 
share ideas or access advice in a just-in-time way (Winter, 2013).  
Taking a cross-disciplinary, whole of university approach, part-time students can elect to join the group 
at any point during candidature. Service providers will present information about specific strategies or 
services that may be of use and invite comment on the usefulness of these. They will also invite 
sharing of strategies that have been successful and challenges that students would like to brainstorm 
with others. The option for more direct one-to-one support off-line will also be provided. It is hoped that 
this will generate a support base for academic and personal needs in a format that is genuinely 
supportive of the time-poor nature of the cohort.  
4 CONCLUSION 
Based on feedback from a consolidated whole-of-University research training report it was 
recommended that a whole-of-University research training registration system be implemented.  This 
was intended to enable one stop access to training registration and individualised training profiles for 
students and staff, as well as consistency in reporting and potential to ensure coverage of training 
needs across the University.  In preparing to launch this system, embedded within an existing 
Doorway to Research training portal, the opportunity arose to relaunch the My Profile page.  Pilot 
testing allowed for refinement of the design of My Profile that led to an improved user experience. 
These improvements are expected to support use of the My Groups, My Friends and My Events 
functionality.  
 A review of the literature talking about support for part-time students and the challenges of developing 
online communities has been provided to consider how to progress the use of My Groups functionality. 
The potential exists for My Groups to provide a safe space where students could share concerns, 
clarify understandings, ideas and information that may lead to deeper understandings.  The merits of 
applying Bernstein's (1999) notions of vertical and horizontal communications were considered as one 
theoretical frame that may inform practice and evaluation of practice. This was complemented by a 
review of attrition data and exit survey information showing that part-time students might be a cohort to 
support through creation of an online community within the My Groups functionality.   
One of the challenges of providing a research training curriculum across a University is to match 
available resources against available needs.  The Doorway to Research provides at least two new 
services.  Firstly, it will promote awareness of training offerings through a Google Calendar, 
registration system and user event profile. Secondly, it is argued that the My Groups profile may 
support peer-based learning and/or communities of practice and/or Network Learning contexts for 
vertical sharing of ideas and generation of deeper understandings, as well as horizontal sharing for 
social support reducing the sense of isolation and promulgating more generic advice on managing the 
research journey.  It is proposed that the dynamic nature of the My Groups functionality will attract 
different communities lending themselves to provision of expertise to support vertical and horizontal 
learning.  
The use of My Groups and My Events will be monitored over time to inform further design 
improvements and recommendation to research training stakeholders (i.e., research students, 
research supervisors and research administrators) on the use of the site.   It is hoped that monitoring 
of the use of The Group functionality may inform theory on communications processes within online 
environments.  The provision of the Doorway to support push as well as pull sharing and learning is an 
exciting new initiative that may help reduce attrition and raise the quality and quantity of research 
training while minimising resource costs by harnessing peer-learning and support potential.  
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